The purpose of this paper is to investigate ethical nature of social media engagement of companies and examines whether or not ethical perception of customers about the companies based on their social media activity and their actual ethical performance make an impact on consumer preferences. Social media engagement of preferred brands/companies and customers is analysed from the perspective of ethics, ethical behaviour, and ethical perception. One of the major findings of this research is that ethical performance positively affects consumer preferences. According to data analysis ethical policies and social media engagement of companies, have direct effects on ethical performance, thus ethical performance positively affects consumer preferences. Moreover, the research indicates that consumer awareness of ethical practices positively affects consumer preferences. The effects of ethical policies on ethical performance are also examined in this research and a positive direct relationship has been disclosed. The research also reveals the positive relationship between social media engagement and consumer awareness.
Introduction
The shift of industrial economies to knowledge economies, advancing technologies, changing nature and expectations of consumers has led to a paradigm change in business (Drucker, 1994; Zaim et al., 2015) . Accordingly, social media engagement became a pivotal issue for companies to gain competitive advantage and attracted significant attention of academics and practitioners in the last decade (Ramadani et al., 2014; Wasike, 2013) .
Ethical issues in social media embraces identity, privacy, surveillance, friending, and user exploitation (Donoho et al., 2001 ) on the other hand consumer behaviour have also attracted considerable attention in the last few decades (Al-Khatib et al., 1997; Singhapakdi et al., 1999; Wood, 2017) . However, there are limited empirical studies focusing on ethical issues associated with social media engagement and their effects on consumer preferences.
Hence, this paper aims to investigate ethical nature of social media engagement of companies and examines whether or not ethical perception of customers about the companies based on their social media activity and their actual ethical performance make an impact on consumer preferences.
Technological innovations, high penetration of internet, mobile communication, and increased use of smart telephones resulted in high social media involvement of people and hence high social media engagement of companies worldwide. E-mail accounts, text messages, social networking sites (SNSs) such as Facebook, Instagram and microblogs such as Twitter are widely adopted, and the cumulative impact of these social media on the lives of customers and potential customers is massive. The impact of these billions of social connections has been studied in terms of targeting, segmenting and positioning and generating sales. In this paper social media engagement of preferred brands/companies and customers is analysed from the perspective of ethics, ethical behaviour, and ethical perception.
Literature review

Brand ethics
Ethics are important to all people, from the economic conditions to social issues, and directly influence how people perceive other things, including brands, at varying degrees (Singh et al., 2012; Sulaiman et al., 2016) . The focus of brand ethics is indicating to consumers the ethical position or role that the organisation intends to have in development of products, services, and other offerings (Egan-Wyer et al., 2014) . Implementation of principles and ethics into the organisation can be challenging, as a result of issues that are incompatible to the way in which the organisation operates, or the costs of the organisation (Bertilsson, 2014; Egan-Wyer et al., 2014) . Some of the more challenging areas of brand ethics are social responsibility, consumer behaviour, and marketing communications (Bertilsson, 2014) . Media, communications, and customer service are all used in demonstrating the brand ethics, specifically in developing consumer perceptions of ethicality.
Today, stakeholders and consumers have access to larger amounts of information, including on the ethical actions and behaviour of their favourite brands (Vai Shiem and Kim Cheng Patrick, 2012) . However, the risks of ethical failures in an organisation are larger risks due to the way in which people understand ethical behaviours and respond to their media appearance (Pace et al., 2016) . Another consideration is the personal values of the individual, prior to the purchase or their interest in the brand, which has a direct influence on purchasing behaviour (Hashmi et al., 2016) .
Consumer perceived ethicality (CPE) is the theory and study of how consumers perceive ethical aspects of brands and organisations (Brunk and DeBoer, 2015; Awasthi and Singhal, 2014) . Areas in which ethics are present in the minds of consumers may be different from the intentions of the organisation, both from corporate social responsibility and from corporate ethics (Abazi-Alili et al., 2016; Awasthi and Singhal, 2014; Brunk and DeBoer, 2015) . Further, inconsistency in ethical behaviour of the organisation cannot create a complete understanding; however, some research indicates that consumers do not always focus on the ethical aspects of their preferred brands unless asked to evaluate them on this basis (Brunk and DeBoer, 2015) . Implementing ethics into social media engagement is necessary for successful communications.
Social media engagement
Organisations, private, public, international and local, are focused on ways in which consumer engagement can increase knowledge, brand loyalty, and expected actions of consumers. Even governments utilise consumer engagement frameworks to increase the knowledge and involvement of citizens in healthcare (Mpinganjira, 2016) . Consumer engagement in social online environments may increase value for the brand and for the consumer. Ideas for engagement range from a variety of interactive platforms, information sharing, and opinion giving to online gifts, gift certificates, and coupons. Research indicates that organisations may benefit, from the communication and the virtual gifts, by increasing motivation of consumers to be interested in or loyal to the brand (Leal et al., 2016; Piligrimiene et al., 2015) . Social media is expected by consumers to both exist for the organisation and to contribute to their ideas and reach of the organisation, and one method of measuring interaction is through the Consumer Online Brand Related Activities which can predict consumer interaction (Jain et al., 2017; Schivinski et al., 2016) .
Some of the risks associated with social media are the use of engagement that allows customers to interact, share opinions, and provide information to other customers. These risks are directly associated with how customers may express themselves, or how the customer views different aspects of the offering or the brand (Singhal, 2016) . Customers can create both negative and positive types of feedback, which then influences opinions of the brand. For example, customers who consistently provide bad reviews and complaints can influence future purchases by other potential buyers. Similarly, users who indicate political or religious views may influence the perceptions of the brand by other users. Lastly, some of the communications that occur in social media are happening faster than the legal regulations that can protect the organisation, including interactions with celebrities (Adams, 2016) . Ethics applied to social media should be consist, clear, and develop synchrony with the other organisational goals.
Brand ethics and social media engagement
Engagement with consumers is an opportunity that all organisations must do to increase brand awareness and improve upon access and sales of offerings. Many organisations have determined what social and ethical issues are most important to their company, long before creating websites and developing social media. However, communication with social media engagement can create conflicts in how consumers understand the values of the brand (Brunk and DeBoer, 2015) . Brand ethics are influenced by the social media engagement of the organisation by contributing to understanding or by harming the brand. However, engagement with consumers is a challenge that requires careful monitoring and management by organisations (Precourt, 2016) . Understanding how ethics and social media are influenced by, or influence, the marketing and brand communications is a critical part of managing a company.
Ethical performance and ethical perception of brands
In order to understand the relationship between ethics and brands, one needs to investigate the conditions under which a brand is considered ethical. Companies' ethical performances are reflected on brands' ethicality and vice versa. Life style identity is said to be what you consume and how you appropriate brands. Identification of style identity takes form in the shape of brands, appearances covering every aspect of life. Companies that represent a certain life style image are linked to the brands and manifested by the consumers in their preferences.
Ethical consumers tend to choose ethical brands and ethical companies because they want to be associated with ethicality and reflect that in everyday life. Simmel argues that style through brands allows the individual to satisfy his need for, to identify with a certain group or movement and be part of a certain culture. The author further indicates that brands promise freedom and unique personal expression whilst simultaneously creating trends and fashions. Hence when brands link individuals to an ad, they offer space for identification, representation and differentiation.
The strategic orientation of companies is to re-enforce consumer awareness on ethical production and commercialisation of their brands and therefore to integrate ethical behaviour into their business model. Branding strategy based on corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities are now integral part of many companies' strategic planning initiatives (Chumpitaz et al., 2010) . Companies seeking ethical associations create brand alliances concerning societal issues. It has been observed that in consequence the alliances resulting from CSR-active brands can be powerful signalling tools for the brands to differentiate themselves on the basis of effective ethical positioning. Interest in ethical consumption has increased over the recent decades among people (acting as citizens and consumers), businesses, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), government officials, policymakers (Prothero et al., 2011) . Consumers tend to avoid certain brands because they do not perceive them ethical. The concept of brand avoidance is defined by Kotler and Lee (2009) as "the incidents in which consumers deliberately choose to reject a brand". Specific brand avoidance has been classified based on whether it is due to the consumer's societal concerns or personal concerns (Iyer and Muncy, 2009 ).
According to Kotler and Lee (2009) there are four types of brand avoidance:
1 Experiential avoidance -undelivered brand promise.
2 Identity avoidance -symbolically unappealing promises.
3 Moral brand avoidance -socially detrimental promises.
4 Deficit-value avoidance -functionally inadequate promises.
In this paper we focus on the moral brand avoidance. Consumers' perception of brands and experiences with them influence how they react to company promises. Consumers with ethical concerns might react to what companies actually do and to what companies should have promised (based on consumers' ethical norms) but in fact have not (Strandvik et al., 2013) . Through the lens of consumers' ethical concerns, Strandvik et al. (2013) argues that consumers highly involved with ethical life style tend to take a company's ethical performance seriously in making decisions on their brand choices and on the other hand consumers that are not very engaged into ethics may not use ethics as their decision-making criteria in their brand preference process. The idea of consumer brand engagement is a new concept, having only recently begun to appear in literature and influence how organisations perceive their communications (Schivinski et al., 2016; Graffigna and Gambetti, 2015) . Additionally, social media is new, having only in the past ten years become a common place application in young adults, spanning to older adults and contributing to a large portion of organisational communication. Building brand relationships with consumers is an important part of organisational growth and customer retention. Brand loyalty can be directly influenced by the engagement methods and organisation uses, specifically in that emotional, cognitive, and behavioural aspects of both consumers and their interactions can directly cause consumers to have changing opinions of their favourite brands (Lujja and Özata, 2017) . Additionally, research indicates that interaction with consumers, such as in social media, improves upon psychological engagement, which then results in behavioural engagement (Mpinganjira, 2016) .
Different types of consumer interaction may develop different types of interactions or perceptions in consumers. One example is the ability of engagement strategies to increase the brand perception of partnership with consumers, which increases consumer identification with brand (Briggs et al., 2016) . Another example is the relationship between engagement regarding philanthropy of the organisation and consumer satisfaction with the brand (Briggs et al., 2016) . Focusing on a multitude of strategies best influences the ability of the organisation to accomplish goals and achieve the image that will best benefit the brand.
Brand ethics applied to social media engagement with stakeholders requires that the organisation develop clear guidelines that improve upon what consumers can expect. Additionally, it is essential for the organisation to provide consumers with consistency, which is ethical statements, rules, and goals that are equal to those the organisation promotes in other types of media. Organisations benefit from social media engagement, but effect applications focus on ethical interactions.
Methodology
Survey instrument
The survey instrument was developed by the authors based on an extensive literature review. After a focus group study, it was finalised. The survey instrument is composed of 35 questions including 5 demographic questions. The questionnaire and the model of the research was finalised after discussion with a panel of experts. Each item was rated on a five-point Likert Scale anchored at the numeral 1 with the verbal statement "strongly agree" and at the numeral 5 with the verbal statement "strongly disagree".
Sample and demographics
The data was collected using Survey Monkey software. The questionnaires were distributed randomly to more than 500 Survey Monkey users located in USA and 212 useful ones have returned. Among the respondents 36% were between 45 and 59 years old, 26% were between 30 and 44 years old, 21% were between 18 and 29 years old and 17% were over 60. The distribution of the respondents according to gender is nearly equal (48% female and 52% male).
Average time spent by the respondents online is 2 hours and 15 minutes per day. And Facebook is most common social media application according to our respondents followed by Twitter and LinkedIn. Approximately 87.5% of our respondents mentioned that they use their Facebook account actively, whereas active users of Twitter were 56.5% and for LinkedIn were 55.5%.
Findings
Out of 212 respondents, the ones with missing responses were eliminated and a total number of 193 respondents were considered for analysis. The entire analysis process was conducted using R programming language (R i386 version 3.4.2, RStudio Version 1.0.153) on a computer with Intel i5-3210M at 2.50 GHz CPU.
First of all, we started with checking the construct validity of the five factors in the research model, namely Ethical Policies (EPOL), Social Media Engagement (SOCENGA), Consumer Awareness (CONAWE), Ethical Performance (ETHPER), and Consumer Preference (COMPRE), through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We performed parallel analysis to confirm that the number of factors for each construct is 1, and then performed confirmatory factor analysis to calculate the factor loadings for each construct, separately. The reliability of each construct is checked using Cronbach's Alpha method. Parallel analysis scree plots for each construct is given in Figure 1 , and the results of the confirmatory factor analysis are summarised in Table 1 . The research model is given in Figure 2 . The entire model is constructed with R language using lavaan package. The relationships between the observed variables and the latent variables are indicated with "=~" symbol, whereas the causal relations between the latent variables are expressed with a "~" sign. The corresponding R code for defining the latent variables is as follows:
EPOL =~ EPOL1 + EPOL2 +EPOL3 + EPOL4 +EPOL5 + EPOL6 +EPOL7 + EPOL8 +EPOL9 + EPOL10 COMPRE =~ COMPRE1+COMPRE2+COMPRE3+COMPRE4+COMPRE5
CONAWE =~ CONAWE1+CONAWE2 ETHPER =~ ETHPER1+ETHPER2+ETHPER3+ETHPER4+ETHPER5+ ETHPER6+ ETHPER7
SOCENGA =~ SOCENGA1+SOCENGA2+SOCENGA3+SOCENGA4
In order to perform path analysis in structural equation modelling, each path is given a name. We named the paths h1 to h5 so that they represent each hypothesis in the research model. The corresponding R code for defining the direct and indirect paths in the research model is as follows: Once the model is constructed, the regression weights and model fit values are calculated using sem () function in the lavaan library. The results of the structural equation modelling analysis are summarised in Table 2 , whereas the model fit values are given in Table 3 . The standardised weights plotted by semPaths () function is also given in Figure 3 . 
Discussion
One of the major findings of this research is that ethical performance positively affects consumer preferences. According to data analysis ethical policies and social media engagement of companies, have direct effects on ethical performance and ethical performance positively affects consumer preferences. In management literature there are sufficient empirical evidences regarding the relationship between the ethical performance of the companies and organisational outcomes. From organisational outcomes perspective code of ethics (Barry and Ohland, 2009; Svensson and Wood, 2005) , corporate social responsibility (Ararat, 2008; Hansen et al., 2010) and other ethical applications are among the most cited topics in business ethics literature. Hence, it has been suggested that ethical applications have a positive influence on organisational performance (Svensson and Wood, 2005; Hitt et al., 2007; Tarim et al., 2014) , customer satisfaction, quality, effective human resource management, sustainable development and market orientation (Hisrich et al., 2003; Holme, 2008) .
Although theoretically and conceptually it is usually accepted that consumers prefer, demand and sometimes enable companies to behave more ethically, there are limited empirical evidences regarding the direct effect of ethical performance on consumer preferences. According to Tallontire et al. (2001) "ethical consumerism is a complex phenomenon, something that those calling for greater consumer awareness of ethical issues need to understand when promoting different forms of ethical trade". Moore (2004) and Ozcaglar-Toulouse (2006) examines the relationship between consumer decision making and fair trade. Arnot et al. (2006) and Rokka and Uusitalo (2008) also provide empirical evidences regarding the effects of ethical practices on consumer preferences.
However, Carrigan and Attalla's (2001) research findings disclose that although consumers are getting more sophisticated and consumer awareness increases, this does not necessarily translate into behaviour which favours ethical companies and punishes unethical firms. De Pelsmacker et al. (2005) also claim that "Consumers' buying behaviour is not consistent with their positive attitude toward ethical products". According to Al-Khatib et al. (1997) it is mainly because despite the cultural differences consumers are more or less similar in nature regarding the extent of Machiavellianism behaviour they display.
Another major finding of our research indicates that consumer awareness of ethical practices positively affects consumer preferences. In consumer behaviour literature there is adequate evidences regarding the positive relationship between consumer awareness (Aaker and Day, 1974; Vermeulen and Seegers, 2009 ), brand loyalty (Chi et al., 2009; Macdonald and Sharp, 2000) , product awareness (Govers and Schoormans, 2005) and consumer preferences. However there are only few empirical studies exploring the relationship between consumers' awareness of ethical practices and their preferences (Nelson and McLeod, 2005; Brunk, 2010) .
The effects of ethical policies on ethical performance are also examined in this research and a positive direct relationship has been disclosed. This result is clearly convenient with the existing literature. Although it is discussed that ethical policies do not always lead to ethical behaviours and outcomes (Wimbush and Shepard, 1994) there are several empirical (Dickson et al., 2001; Somers, 2001; Melé et al., 2006) and conceptual (Tricker and Tricker, 2015) research findings addressing the positive relationship between ethical policies and ethical performance.
The last finding of this research reveals the positive relationship between social media engagement and consumer awareness. There is almost a consensus that social media is dramatically changing traditional marketing strategies and social media engagement became a vital issue for organisations to enhance consumer awareness (Bruhn et al., 2012) loyalty (Erdoğmuş and Cicek, 2012) and satisfaction (Heller Baird and Parasnis, 2011) . Accordingly, there are many research findings addressing the increasing importance and positive effects of social media engagement on consumer awareness (Hanna et al., 2011; Bruhn et al., 2012; Hutter et al., 2013) .
Limitations of the study
As with all types of research, there are potential risks to participants in studies involving social media engagement mainly due to privacy concerns. Three specific research approaches are used by researchers to consider social media studies: observational, interactive, and survey/interview. This paper leveraged on survey method and did not involve in the investigation process any observation or interaction of subjects' actual social media usage. In order to reach a deeper understanding, it is recommended to apply also observational and interactive methods to the study.
The study was conducted on line targeting US population only, therefore it is recommended to recognise the following concerns: (a) it is also harder to draw probability samples based on e-mail addresses or website visitations; (b) a lack of a trained interviewer to clarify and probe can possibly lead to less reliable data.
Implications for further research
In this paper the primary focus was the perception of consumers about companies' ethical behaviour through companies' social media activity. It is assumed that the subjects are already aware and knowledgeable about ethics and they value ethical behaviour. The article aimed to assess how companies are communicating about their ethical behaviour through their social media activity.
Hence, for further academic research it is recommended to investigate the role and effectiveness if any of social media in creating awareness about companies' ethical behaviour among their target audiences. Since the article also indicated that consumers preference for a specific brand increases with favourable ethical perception of that brand, methods of communicating this behaviour in different channels and especially on line need to be investigated in future academic studies.
It is difficult to gauge the effect of an ethics program on a business, Return on Investment (ROI) for an ethics and compliance program is still not explored fully from the perspective of Marketing Investment. How cost effective would be to run this program on line would be very interesting method to explore as well.
Implications for the industry
Social media is an important channel to increase brand visibility among target audience. Social media networks are just new channels for a brand's voice and essence (Dana, 2000) . Hence communicating about a company's ethical policies and programs through social media is doing marketing where it counts. Social networks enable the organisation to influence their target consumer on one to one basis and trigger their attention where it matters the most, ethics and values.
Conclusion
Social networks also create a buzz and this is important because it simultaneously makes it easier for companies to recruit new customers that value brands who live by high standards and launch long term relationships. Companies that manage to leverage on social media tools in connecting with their audience will get the benefit of achieving a strategic and open social media plan that could prove extremely influential in morphing consumers into becoming brand loyals. This study reiterates the importance of connecting with your selected customers on line and with the right content.
Research indicates that customers are likely to interact with brands many times before they decide to purchase them through social media. They may watch a YouTube video, subscribe to an email list, like the brand's Facebook page, read Google reviews, or follow the brand on Twitter etc. Statistically, the more a consumer interacts with a brand, the more likely he/she is to buy. By leveraging social media attribution, a brand will help move interested buyers to try and engage in repeat purchase.
We could finally conclude that Social Media activity with the right material among targeted and segmented audience are critical in acquiring, and sustaining new customers while converting the existing ones into loyal consumers. Right material is all about what is dear to the heart of consumers and ethics is one of those topics. Communication of companies' ethical activities to their consumers through social media builds trust, credibility, improve their company image, create long term relationships and capture the audience that are really interested in your brands.
